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Executive Summary
VisitScotland commissioned the work described in this research report in early Spring
2001 and the central aim was a desire to explore the impact of visitscotland.com on
accommodation booking volumes and values. The detailed methodology is described
in the main body of the report and was based upon two inter-connected tiers. The
first tier of research was an extensive survey of accommodation provision

undertaken by a variety of routes; postal, fax, email, telephone and web survey
techniques. This work provided the basis for the calculation of the indirect conversion
ratio once the corresponding server log file activity was analysed (later). The
questionnaire is provided in Appendix 1.

The first five survey questions were positioning questions related to type and location
of the business and a substantial element of this survey was the establishment of the
sector‟s approach to marketing in general and electronic marketing in particular and
questions 6-8 focused on this aspect. The remainder of the questions largely related
to the nature and sources of bookings and guests. The detailed results of this being
presented in Appendices 2-4.

The second tier of research was based upon an in-depth examination of the
VisitScotland website, visitscotland.com, through consolidation and re-treatment of

the server log files covering the period January 2000 to February 2001. Overall there
was a good level of response, which is discussed later in the main report, however, it
should be borne in mind that the survey came at the height of media coverage of
Foot and Mouth Disease. Although the impacts on the industry had yet to be fully felt
and thus the reported figures are likely to be largely unaffected, the response levels
and widespread negative feeling in the industry may reflect this. The majority of the
fieldwork was completed between March and July of 2001 and a literature review
was undertaken to support the primary research. Combining the first tier of survey
work with the corresponding log analysis provided the basis for calculating the
indirect conversion ratio (ICR). In other words the self-reported data from the survey
respondents could be placed against the actual server activity for those respondents
and thus a comparison of looker activity and reported levels of business could be
made.

Commercial in Confidence
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Similarly, a detailed analysis of the log files for direct bookings was used to generate
an online conversion ratio (OCR). This was done by again identifying specific looker
activity for a given property and comparing this with the actual online booking level.
The period from which online booking data could be used commenced 28 th July 2000
and data was taken up to and including 9th May 2001.

The ultimate aim of the study was to seek to establish a robust methodology for the
measurement of volumes and values of tourism business generated through the
official VisitScotland website. This was an ambitious aim and was recognised as
such even at the planning stage of the research, nonetheless it was considered that
a preliminary investigation of this nature would be worthwhile as a first step to
identifying the critical factors in establishing such a methodology and also should
yield useful preliminary baseline data.

This challenging aim has nonehteless produced a broad array of useful information to
provide a solid foundation for future investigation and the construction of a robust
volume and value generation process. For the purposes of this preliminary
investigation, the accommodation sector was selected as the focus and the
population derived from the database held with VisitScotland. The schematic below
illustrates the process.

Postal Survey
Web-Based Survey
Telephone Survey
Literature Review

VisitScotland Website
Investigation

Log Analysis

Two Tier Approach for Gathering of Data.

Commercial in Confidence
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Accommodation Provider Survey

Although a variety of routes were used for delivering the questionnaire, the format
and content was identical in each case. A total of 434 separate respondents returned
completed questionnaires, with interestingly just under half coming through the web
channel. There was a good response across all accommodation types and sizes and
all 14 Area Tourist Boards were represented (although Greater Glasgow and Clyde
Valley had a disproportionately low response). Importantly, the response level was
beyond the threshold 386 responses required to generate sound global statistics
from the data (Appendix 12 illustrates the Estimate of Sample Size calculation).
However, as discussed in the main report, caution must be exercised in considering
the production of any fine grained statistics relating to any subset of attributes of the
respondents such as classification, type of accommodation and so forth as larger
data sets for each cell would be required to produce more than indicative statistics.
The population from which this sample was drawn and to which it may be
generalised is the total visitscotland.com accommodation provider database as
represented by unique Product IDs, a total of 10, 781.

The data derived from this study was extensive both in its original form and through
data treatment with a standard statistical package (SPSS). A decision was taken to
provide this data and the information derived from it in two ways; firstly this report
and its associated appendices represent the main findings and support data without
in-depth statistics, and secondly a website was developed to host the treated data
incorporating fuller statistical data. This website was designed for internal use by
VisitScotland and may be viewed as the first step in the development of a data
resource to support any ongoing modelling process.

The results showed that accommodation providers were employing a wide variety of
marketing methods, with traditional leaflet/brochure approaches still dominating.
However, a surprisingly high proportion of respondents marketed through their own
websites and although small in absolute terms, the relative increase, particularly for
the smaller properties should be viewed as an important statistic. Other websites
were also widely used for marketing purposes with visitscotland.com being the most
commonly cited of these.

Commercial in Confidence
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When recipients were asked the percentage of guests originating from various
routes, the traditional means; letter, phone, fax were in evidence but a substantial
number of respondents now claimed to receive a significant level of business through
email. Paradoxically in view of the statement above about the use of other websites
visitscotland.com was not perceived as providing any significant levels of business to
the vast majority of respondents while both hotel Central Reservations Systems
(CRS) and Global Distribution Systems (GDS) were very significant for a small
minority.

The respondents were asked what percentage increase/decrease in guests they had
had since January 2000 to February 2001 and this presented an overall neutral
picture. However when asked their opinions on the extent to which any increase in
bookings could be attributed to the launch of visitscotland.com, the response was
significantly negative. The detailed points regarding visitscotland.com are picked up
later in the main body of the report and are allied to the set of conclusions and
recommendations, however; in particular there was very strong criticism of the
domain name, search process (internal) and navigational structure of the site. The
process of actually making a booking online was specifically criticised.

The main report carries more detailed comment and the full free text response is
produced as Appendix 2. However, it should be noted that as much of the free text
commentary referred to the historical position from January 2000 and a number of
the issues and proposals identified have been already addressed or are in the
process of being implemented.

Volumes and Values

A key element of the survey was to assess the extent to which visitscotland.com
played some part in the bookings process, either by producing online bookings per
se or indirectly to the accommodation provider. For the purposes of this research it is
important to be clear at the outset about terminology. The industry uses a wide
variety of terms to describe bookings processes, sometimes ambiguously and so the

Commercial in Confidence
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reader is advised to take a little time to understand precisely what is meant by each
of the terms used in this report in connection with channels and bookings.

All bookings (A), reasonably enough refers to the total level of bookings ultimately

reported by the accommodation providers through all routes. This total includes any
booking which at some point may have used the visitscotland.com website, for the
purposes of this work these are termed indirect bookings (I), and those which did
not use the visitscotland.com website at all, termed direct bookings (D). Please note
that this means direct bookings include a wide range of bookings that do not actually
go direct to the property, the definition is simply that these are bookings that have not
at any point used visitscotland.com.

All bookings

=

Indirect bookings

+

Direct bookings

A

=

I

+

D

Indirect bookings, i.e. those mediated at some point by the visitscotland.com website
may ultimately reach the property by a wide range of routes; letter, fax, phone, walkin, other website and so on. The one which is of particular interest for the purposes of
this study is the indirect bookings route which has been entirely online through the
visitscotland.com website. These bookings, known as online bookings are
symbolised Io. We will shortly look at volumes, values and bookings conversion ratios
and in so doing will employ this terminology and these symbols. It should be stated at
the outset that there is no direct attempt to establish a causal link between
visitscotland.com and indirect bookings. Without a demand-side survey to identify the
detailed background to specific choices by consumers, it is difficult to do more than
draw broad inferences from the data and we are as yet therefore unable to say, apart
from Io, which bookings were actually made because of the visitscotland.com
website.
All Bookings

According to the respondents there was a total of 139,358 bookings made over the
14-month period covered by the study resulting in 365,449 guests. If we take the
figure of £224 per person per trip (VisitScotland research data, covering a
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combination of UK and overseas visitor spend, NB: not just in the accommodation
sector) as the overall spend of each guest, then this represents a total spend of
£81.8M. Over the Calendar year 2000 this was £76.6M as shown below.

Spend
Bookings

Guests

Total Spend

per trip

(£M)

(£)

Survey Sample

139,358

365,449

224

224 x 365,449

81.8

137,281

342,087

224

224 x 342,087

76.6

137,281 x

342,087 x

10, 781/434

10,781/434

(14 months, self-reported)
Survey Sample
(12 months, self-reported)
Population
(12 months, projected)

224

224 x 342,087 x
10,781/434

1,903

If we assume our 434 respondents represent a population 10,781 (see limitations
section in the main report) then scaling up the bookings and hence guest levels
produces an annual estimate of £1,903M. In other words the self-reported guest
levels generated through the survey, would scale up to represent a total guest spend
value of £1,900M. If AV is taken to be the value of all possible bookings, AVS is thus
the all bookings value generated in the sample and AVP may be used to represent
the projected value coming from all bookings for the total population of Scottish
accommodation providers on visitscotland.com (not, however, the total population of
all Scottish accommodation providers, which would be AV).
AVS

AVP

AV

£76.6M

£1,900M

?M

Survey all

Projected

Projected

bookings

Population

value

bookings
value

total
population
bookings
value
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The general limitations to the work are described in the main report, however, in
considering these figures, it should be borne in mind that not all 434 respondents
provided full bookings and guest data. It should also be noted that Greater Glasgow
and Clyde Valley‟s disproportionately low participation would have undoubtedly
depressed the figures.

Indirect bookings
The above picture represents one dimension – the overall reported bookings/guests
offered by the respondents. If we now look at the actual level of business generated
which at some point has been intermediated by visitscotland.com, in other words the
indirect bookings, I, this produces a self-reported figure of 6,634 guests across the
14-month period covered by the study and across the period January – December
2000; 6,157 guests. Using the same basis for calculation as above, this level of
activity may be inferred to produce £1.38M in the calendar year in guest value from
the survey sample. Again, if we use 10,781 as our population, this would scale to
£34.3M for the overall value of indirect bookings (i.e.intermediated in some manner
by visitscotland.com).
IVS = Indirect Value for the sample = £1.38M
IVP = Indirect Value projected for the population = £34.3M
Spend
Bookings

Guests

Total Spend

per trip

(£M)

(£)
Survey Sample
(14 months, self-reported)
Survey Sample
(12 months, self-reported)
Population
(12 months, projected)

IVS
£1.38M

Commercial in Confidence

2,166

6,634

224

224 x 6,634

1.48

1,998

6,157

224

224 x 6,157 x

1.38

1,998 x

6,157 x

10,781/434

10,781/434

224

224 X 6,157 x
10,781/434

34.3

IVP

IV

£34.3M

?M
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Online Bookings

Online bookings are a subset of all Indirect bookings (I) and are in effect equivalent
to IO.
The data for online bookings derived from visitscotland.com came from the period
July 28th 2000 to May 9th 2001. There were 115 bookings made covering 194 bed
nights, a total transaction spend of £11,619 and an average transaction spend per
booking of £101. These bookings were made with only 59 (of a possible 235)
separate accommodation providers.

If we take as a guideline the ratio of bookings to guests derived from our survey, we
arrive at a figure of approximately 2.6. Using this figure and the previously applied
£224 as the spend per guest generates a guest value from online bookings of 115 x
£224 x 2.6 = £66,976 for this period and an approximate12/9.5 for a projected full
year £84,601.

The diagram overleaf illustrates the relationships among the various booking routes
and their values (except for IO these are estimated/projected)

Commercial in Confidence
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Relationship among booking routes
£1,900M
Projected
Population all
bookings
value

AVP

AVS

IVP

IVS
O
£76.6M
£34.3M

Survey Sample
all
bookings value

Projected
Population
Indirect bookings
value

£1.38M
Survey Sample
Indirect
bookings value

Commercial in Confidence

£84,601
Actual
online
bookings value
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Conversion Ratios

Conversion ratios are potential indicators of the relationship between server activity
on the visitscotland.com website and the ultimate bookings outcomes. All bookings
which touched the visitscotland.com website at some point, i.e., indirect, may be
correlated with the self-reported bookings giving an overall indirect conversion ratio
(ICR). Server activity linked to fully online bookings produces the online conversion
ratio (OCR).

Indirect Bookings Conversion Ratio (ICR)

Appendices 10 and 11 illustrate two separate approaches to the calculation of the
indirect bookings conversion ratio Method 1 yields a ratio of 7.35% whilst Method 2

produces a ratio of 8.55%. Each calculation method has advantages, however, it is
proposed to adopt Method 1 as this minimises the inclusion of spurious data.
Therefore the proposal for the current work is to adopt 7.35% as the indirect
conversion ratio
Online Conversion Ratio (OCR)

The overall online booking conversion ratio calculation data is illustrated in Appendix
9 and is the average of each monthly conversion percentage for each provider
summed and averaged across all providers. This calculation produces a figure of
1.23% for online bookings, although this is probably somewhat overstated for reasons

given in the main report for online bookings. It is worth comparing recent figures for
two more mature systems e.g. figures for the Gulliver InfoRes booking engine (the
main Irish Tourist Board booking engine along with a number of other sites)
demonstrate ratios of between 1% and 2.5% whilst the highly regarded tiscover
system (the Austrian-based system) is reporting an online booking ratio of 1.8% (see
main report). These two systems have many points of comparison with the vision of
visitscotland.com, however, each has been in operation much longer and have
attracted very significant investment throughout most of the 1990s.

Commercial in Confidence
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At this stage in development, one should not attach too much regard to the actual
conversion ratio, partly because of its fragility but much more importantly it is the
online bookings transaction volume that is vitally important. In due course as the
system and market matures, more robust measures of online conversion ratio will
become increasingly useful as a measure of effectiveness. It is therefore sensible to
start constructing the methodology towards sound future data and it is hoped that the
foundation methodology behind this report represents a solid step in that direction.

Summary

A combination of survey-based fieldwork and a detailed analysis of the archived
server log files for visitscotland.com has allowed the production of tentative volume
and value figures thus:

Projected Indirect Accommodation Bookings (population of 10,781) touched at some
point by visitscotland.com: Bookings

49,632

Guests

152,946

Guest Value

£34.3M

Indirect bookings Conversion Ratio

(ICR) = 7.35%

Actual Online Accommodation Bookings with visitscotland.com during July 28 th 2000
to May 9th 2001: Bookings

115

Guests

194

Transaction Value

£11,619

Guest Value

£66,976 (projected to 12 months - £84,601)

Online Conversion Ratio

Commercial in Confidence
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The online conversion ratio as it is reported above, may stand comparison with other
regional or national systems, however, the transaction volume base for this is very
small indeed and one should be cautious in reading too much into this statistic at this
stage. The absolute transaction volumes are well below those of comparable
systems elsewhere and one could reasonably project that with more comprehensive
ecommerce facilities and higher absolute volumes then the value of business
conducted on or through the site would escalate substantially.

Thus if the current average transaction value (£101) and average guest value (£224)
were used along with current conversion ratios and annualised some possible online
booking scenarios are outlined below:-

Total Transaction Value = Number of Bookings x £101
Guest Value = Number of Bookings x 2.6 x £224

%

Average

Participation

Bookings

(of 10,781)

Bookings per
property

Total

Total

Guest

Transaction

Transaction

Value

Value

Value

(£)

Calculation

(£)

2%

115 (survey period)

0.58

115 x 101

11,619

66,976

2%

145 (annualised)

0.67

145 x 101

13,938

84,601

10%

670

0.67

670 x 101

67,670

390.208

15%

3,000

2

3,000 x 101

303,000

1,747,200

25%

25,000

10

25,000 x 101

2,525,000

14,560,000

25%

50,000

20

50,000 x 101

5,050,000

29,120.000

25%

100,000

50

100,000 x 101

10,100,000

58,240,000

Clearly if the conversion ratio were nearer that achieved through Gulliver InfoRes on
the Irish Tourist Board site (2.5%) or the levels of ecommerce participation were to
be enhanced significantly, the potential correspondingly scales. Depending on the
revenue model ultimately adopted, the key variable here is probably the average
transaction value! The reader should perhaps reflect on the relative merits of
increasing transaction volumes versus conversion ratios.
…………..End of Executive Summary…………
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Introduction
The Scottish Tourist Board and Area Tourist Boards ‘set out in early 1998 to develop
a ‘real time’ database covering all tourism products and services throughout Scotland
through visitscotland.com’.

Over £3m has been invested in this project and

information on some 15,000 businesses and 17,500 products covering the whole
spectrum of tourism business is already searchable using the Internet.

There has been a claimed increase in business being generated (directly and
indirectly) through visitscotland.com, initially with bookings through the more
traditional channels such as telephone, fax and mail as well as email. It has been
anticipated that visitscotland.com will generate significant additional business for
Scotland.

The goal of the study is to establish baseline measures of the volume and value of
the business generated by visitscotland.com for the accommodation sector.

Research Aims
The aim of this study was to establish a robust methodology to measure the full
volume and value of the business generated, and to pilot test this methodology in the
first few months of 2001. Given this aim, the objectives of this study were:

i)

To develop a methodology to provide robust measures of the volume and
value of business generated though visitscotland.com accommodation listings
through all possible means of booking such accommodation

ii)

To test this methodology with data from accommodation operators who are
members of visitscotland.com and to draw lessons to improve the rigour of the
volume and value data generated

iii)

To produce a report form the study which will stand up to external scrutiny,
and disseminate this report through http://www.scotexchange.net

Commercial in Confidence
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The guiding principles that have shaped the approach are as follows:


The work must be robust from a research standpoint with as high a
degree of relevance, reliability and validity as possible



The sample must contain representative stakeholders which satisfy the
client‟s requirements



The methodology must satisfy the client‟s current needs and provide a
basis for potential future requirements

Methodology
The methodology was based upon two inter-connected tiers. The first tier of research
was an extensive survey of undertaken by a variety of routes; firstly a pilot telephone
survey was undertaken to establish and refine the questionnaire. This work provided
the basis for the calculation of the indirect conversion ratio once the corresponding
server log file activity was analysed. The questionnaire itself (Appendix 1) was
delivered as a postal survey to 1200 randomly selected recipients, supplemented by
fax and email delivery to 4000 recipients from the visitscotland.com database. The
second tier of research was based upon an in-depth examination of the VisitScotland
website, visitscotland.com, through consolidation and re-treatment of the server log
files covering the period January 2000 to February 2001.

The questionnaire was made available as a web-based survey available for online
completion and the web address for this was also included as part of the data
provided through each delivery route. A total of 434 usable responses were received
with just under half deriving from the web route. The survey work itself was informed
and contextualised by current literature in the area. Little research work of specific
application has as yet appeared in the literature, however, there follows a literature
review section describing some relevant background. In addition to traditional
literature search methods, members of professional associations such as the
International Federation of IT in Tourism (IFITT) and Hospitality IT Association (HITA)
were approached and the authors are also pleased to acknowledge the supply of
some data from Dr Stewart Stephens (Managing Director, Gulliver Infores) and Arno
Ebner (Managing Director, Tiscover).

Commercial in Confidence
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For the purposes of this preliminary investigation, the accommodation sector was
selected as the focus and the population derived from the database held with
VisitScotland. A schematic of the process is shown overleaf:

Postal Survey
Web-Based Survey

Report

Accommodation Provider
Survey

Telephone Survey
Literature Review

VisitScotland Website
Investigation

Log Analysis

Two Tier Approach for Gathering of Data.
It may be useful to begin by placing the survey work in the overall research context
as seen by the research group. The survey itself provided substantial background on
approaches to market, as discussed below, but more importantly it elicited selfreported data on levels of business over an extended period. In order to explore both
direct and indirect conversion ratios it was necessary to examine the performance of
the VisitScotland website through an analysis of the server log files and this log
analysis may be viewed as part of the overall visitscotland.com process as outlined
below: Visitscotland.com

Data
Analysis

Manage Information

Manage
Information

Collect Data
Analyse Data
Interpret Data
Report

Findings
Commercial in Confidence
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The current work focuses on the Data dimension although many conclusions and
recommendations touch upon the more general management and use of information
within the system. This research was essentially a twin approach attempting to
establish volumes and values for tourism business intermediated by the
visitscotland.com website. The first approach as described above was an in-depth
survey of accommodation providers, which offered a detailed picture of the sample,
and the marketing practices adopted by them. The second approach was an
examination of the server log files for the period January 2000 – February 2001 to
investigate the linkage between server activity and booking and guest outcomes. All
data were cross-tabulated. At this stage statistics have been presented solely for the
global sample and have not been broken down in any significant way by Area or any
other dimension.

The first five survey questions were positioning questions related to type and location
of the business. A substantial element of this survey was the establishment of the
sector‟s approach to marketing in general and electronic marketing in particular and
questions 6-8 focused on this aspect. The remainder of the questions very much
related to the nature and sources of bookings and guests and the results of this are
presented in detail in the Appendices 2-4.

The ultimate aim of the study was to seek to establish a robust methodology for the
measurement of volumes and values of tourism business generated through the
official VisitScotland website. This was an ambitious aim and was recognised as
such even at the planning stage of the research, nonetheless it was considered that
a preliminary investigation of this nature was worthwhile. This challenging aim has
nonetheless produced a broad array of useful information to provide a solid
foundation for future investigation and the construction of a robust volume and value
generation process.

Of the 10,781 accommodation businesses listed in visitscotland.com at the time of
the study, 235 have the ability to accept, confirm and charge a deposit for bookings
through ecommerce (through visitscotland.com). The vast majority of the other
operators accept bookings using the telephone, fax, letter or email. The methodology

Commercial in Confidence
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was designed to seek to develop a set of standard conversion ratios for telephone,
fax, letter and email contacts for users of the site who look at the accommodation
pages, in order to propose a mechanism for the provision of overall volume and value
estimates. In reality the level and accuracy of existing data collection methods in the
majority of businesses precluded detailed development of conversion ratios by all
specific routes and channels.

The server log files were made available through VisitScotland and other information
was then be derived from this data. However, the generally available (internal) data
was very much summary data and in the main did not prove useful in providing a
basis for the kind of correlational work required for this investigation and in examining
the performance of the website. A detailed analysis of the visitscotland.com server
log files was then undertaken, requiring the reconstruction and consolidation of daily
log file data covering the period described. The volumes of data involved are such
that the simultaneous operation of several microcomputers was required to upload
and treat the data.
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Literature Review
One of the critical areas in this research is an examination of the lookers-to-bookers
ratios.
„Lookers to bookers‟ is the terminology used in ecommerce to differentiate between
„unique visitors‟ to a website who look, but don‟t purchase anything, and those unique
visitors who do actually buy a product or a service online. Expressed as a ratio,
„lookers to bookers‟ has emerged as an important (but ill-defined) indicator for
ecommerce enterprises, with conversion rates (of lookers to bookers) now a key
ecommerce operating metric.

This section of the report, on lookers to bookers, was conducted using desk research
in the form of Internet searches and library archive searches. Internet sites in the
U.S., the U.K., and Germany were visited, specifically the travel and tourism sectors
and Internet research organizations. It was found that no worldwide database
currently exists on the topic of lookers to bookers, or sales conversion rates. The
youth of the ecommerce industry, and the commercial sensitivity of the information
may be responsible for this situation.

Although ecommerce as an industry is still far from mature, there are now software
packages available that incorporate measurement technology, specifically to address
issues of sales conversion ratios, or „Booker Ratios‟. These ratios will vary according
to a number of dependent issues, such as the nature of the website, or where people
are in the buying cycle when they visit the website (Ecommerce News, 1999).

Given that the U.S. is the world leader in ecommerce, it is not surprising that most of
the numbers available on conversion rates come from that particular market. For
example, according to a study of ecommerce sites conducted by Shop.org and
Boston Consulting Group in April 2000 (HK Interface Design, 2000), lookers were
being converted to buyers (bookers) at a rate of 1.8 percent.
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More specifically, a selection of the conversion rates for some of the larger, better
known U.S ecommerce enterprises is as follows (Neilsen/NetRatings, May 1999, in
Ecommerce News, 1999):

Ecommerce site looker to booker conversion percentages
Organisation

Conversion Rate

Southwest.com

9.1 percent

Amazon.com

8.6 percent

Hallmark.com

7.5 percent

CDNow

6.8 percent

Beyond.com

6.6 percent

Fidelity.com

6.4 percent

Note these are, in the terms of this report, online conversion ratios and it should be
borne in mind that these are channels where online purchase is almost the only
option and thus high conversion ratios compared with channels that have multiple
offline options. Again, more useful comparison may come from Gulliver and tiscover.

Another high profile ecommerce enterprise in the travel sector is Travelocity.com.
According to their second quarter metrics from the year 2000, their sales conversion
rate was running at 6.9 percent, which compared with a rate of 2.8 percent for the
same quarter in 1999, and 4.7 percent for the first quarter of 2000 (Travelocity.com,
2000).

All of these available details of conversion rates apply to US based organizations,
and an example of conversion rates from a European based travel operation is that
of Travel24.comAG, a German ecommerce organization that has posted a
conversion rate of 1.4 percent in 1999 (Moser, 2000).

Terrell Jones, President of SABRE Interactive, the creator of Travelocity.com
believes the travel industry has the biggest gap between lookers and bookers among
online retailers, “and that‟s the reason we‟re not profitable” (Gilbertson, 1999).
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Indeed, there is evidence to suggest that the gap between lookers and bookers is
growing. For example, according to the Travel Industry Association of America, in
1998 the number of people using the Internet to plan trips increased by some 189%,
while the number of people booking trips on the Internet only increased by 25%
(Levin, 2000). So, while the numbers of people actually purchasing goods and
services online is increasing, this growth is outstripped by the growth in the numbers
of people using the Internet, therefore the conversion rates are slow to rise.

There are a number of reasons why the large gulf exists between lookers and
bookers on the Internet. For example, according to McQuivey (1999), the largest
obstacle in the way of converting lookers to bookers is consumer hesitancy. It has
been found that if lookers remain active online, after about a year they will take the
plunge, and become buyers of goods and services. They may start small, buying
CD‟s or similar, before moving up to larger ticket items, such as travel products and
services.

McQuivey (1999) believes that there are only one or two key differences between
lookers and bookers. One major difference is that lookers prefer going to portals first,
to look around, consider alternatives, and do research on destinations. Bookers on
the other hand are comfortable going directly to suppliers such as Hertz Rent-a-Car,
or Hyatt‟s Resorts, to book and make reservations.

The other big difference is that even though lookers visit several different portals,
they in fact go to less travel sites in a year (11), than bookers do (14). A survey
released at the PhoCusWright Live ‟98 conference (Gilbertson, 1999), listed the
following top reasons given by travellers for not buying online:
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Unsafe to use credit card

64 percent

Have a travel agent

48 percent

Afraid of missing best price

36 percent

Use corporate travel agency

36 percent

Someone else should do the work

35 percent

Won‟t save the money

33 percent
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Solutions to improve the sales conversion ratios are being acted upon by the
ecommerce industry in all sectors. For example, in the above survey, credit card
security was cited as the predominant concern, as it was in surveys in 1996 and
1997 (Chadwick Martin Bailey, Travel Weekly 20/3/00, in Nelson, 2000). This area
continues to be a troublespot where ecommerce enterprises need to make significant
inroads. Public relations campaigns stressing the safety of using credit cards over the
Internet have been supplemented by organizations such as Travelocity.com, with its
„shop safe‟ guarantee promoted by the use of a lock icon on its website.

Ecommerce organisations are already providing added incentives to entice lookers
into becoming bookers, with promotions such as bonus air miles to those who book
online, and Delta was reportedly considering making its lowest fares only available
through the Internet. The legal status of this move by Delta may be subject to
challenge however.

Another key issue in the drive for better sales conversion rates is the ease of user
interface, with Websites continually being made easier and speedier for the user
(Gilbertson, 1999). Indeed, Rourke (2001) contends that in the competitive
ecommerce environment a Darwinistic “survival of the easiest” is occurring.

An example of this is Amazon.com, cited as a good practice organisation, which
takes proactive steps to ensure their site is simple for its potential and actual
customers to use. They conduct extensive usability tests to see just how well real
users can use their site, and they fix any problems they discover through revised
design. Boo.com however, is an example of the opposite. Their now defunct site was
adorned with „cool‟, but confusing technology, that was more of a hindrance than a
help to their potential buyers. A combination of obscure navigation and bizarre
product categorization led to boo.com having a low conversion rate, and ultimately, it
is argued, to its demise.

The bottom line is that ecommerce sites must encourage buyers to remain on site
long enough to buy, so site „stickiness‟ an important issue. Many travel sites include
links to related sites, but customers who click on such links may never return. One
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alternative is for sites to aggregate and import content to their own site, rather than
linking to content elsewhere.

Ecommerce enterprises must also make sure that the pathway from browsing to
buying on the site is an effortless one by integrating the browsing process with the
buying process. An example of this is PreviewTravel, which has integrated its
destination content, licensed from Fodor‟s, with its reservation system. This means
that a customer who likes what he sees from a Fodor‟s review of a hotel can click on
a button on that web page to book accommodation at that hotel. (Levin, 2000).

Personalisation is another technique which can help sales conversion rates, for one
thing because by recording customer preferences, sites can reduce the time it takes
to research and book travel, thereby increasing the likelihood that customers will buy
online instead of picking up the phone to make a reservation or purchase.

There is widespread agreement that so far we have only seen the tip of the
ecommerce iceberg. Forrester Research (2001) for example, estimates that
worldwide ecommerce is about to reach hyper-growth, with B2B (business to
business) and B2C (business to consumer) set to hit $6.8 trillion by 2004.

A further boost for ecommerce enterprises comes with the results of a Yahoo/AC
Nielsen Internet Confidence Index for June 2001, which indicates that 42 percent of
U.S. Internet users intend to buy online within the next three months.

While the data herein is primarily U.S. based, it is interesting to note that in fact the
U.K. has been found to have the highest percentage of home Internet users visiting
an ecommerce site in May 2001 (Pastore, 2001). The European online travel market
is also predicted to experience strong growth, and is currently estimated to be the
largest consumer ecommerce sector in Europe, with a market share of 30 percent in
2001 (Jupiter MMXI, 2001).

The future bodes well for ecommerce in general, and according to Allen Weiner, vice
president of analytical services at Neisen/NetRatings Ecommerce Strategies Service,
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a leading U.S. media analyst, “smart strategies and well-executed tactics will
separate ecommerce winners and losers” (Ecommerce News, 1999).

Speaking of winners and losers, it is perhaps appropriate at this point to place in
context the Austrian-based tiscover system, which is generally regarded as one of
the more mature Destination Marketing/Management Systems (DMS). This has
consistently demonstrated significant growth and strong overall performance
characteristics in recent years.

The data overleaf represent some key indicators for the system, (kindly provided by
Arno Ebner, Managing Director of tiscover)
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Tiscover statistics (original source IVW)

Booking and
Visits

reservation
transactions

1996

450,000

1996

4,200

1997

1,500,000

1997

23,500

1998

4,200,000

1998

84,000

1999

13,800,000

1999

243,000

2000

29,600,000

2000

560,000

2001 (est)

60,000,000

2001 (est)

Pageviews
1996

1,200,000

Scope
1,500,000

8

Public/Private Partnerships
with DMOs and NTOs

1997

3,600,000

3,200

Towns, villages and regions

1998

15,600,000

82,000

Properties

1999

59,200,000

8,600

Properties with online
reservations

2000

134,100,000

4,300

Properties with online book
and pay

2001 (est)

275,000,000

35

SME – Hotel and Marketing
Associations or Groups

Published look to book ratio is 55:1, i.e.1.8% (the calculation algorithms are
unavailable)
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Stewart Stephens, Managing Director of Gulliver Infores, also kindly offered the
following observation on the activities of over a dozen websites which the core
booking engine services:“the number of people clicking through to the booking site and the proportion that subsequently
book …ranges from 1% to 2.5%…the highest conversion ratio is on the Irish Tourist Board website
and the lowest on a rich-content site”

Taken together, these may offer useful comparators when considering the outcomes
of this study.
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Population and Sample
Target Population

It is extremely important to carefully and comprehensively define the population that
is being addressed by this study before moving to any consideration of the results.
Statistically, a population is a collection of elements about which we wish to make an
inference and in this instance, the target population consists of the total number of
accommodation providers that were present on the Visitscotland.com website in
March 2001. Therefore, the maximum theoretical population for this study consists of
10,781 elements derived as follows:

Database total for Accommodation Providers
in visitscotland.com
Hostels, Bunk Houses & Bothies
Self Catering
Serviced Apartments
Serviced Accommodation
Caravan Park & Holiday Homes

222
3906
22
6158
473

Total

10,781

Sample Design

It is required to take a sample of a suitable size from a population in order to estimate
the percentage of the population having the relevant attributes. The degree of
accuracy of such an estimate is given by the confidence limits (95%) – the larger the
sample size the smaller the error. So in order to decide on the minimum sample size
we must know the level of the accuracy required (the width of the confidence
interval).

The quantity of information obtained in the sample depends on the number of items
sampled and on the amount of variation in the data. The latter can be controlled by
the method of selecting the sample, called the design of the sample survey. The
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design of the survey and the sample size determine the quantity of information in a
sample pertinent to a population parameter.

Sampling Units
The objective of sampling is to estimate population parameters from information
contained in the sample. The sampling method utilised in this survey is simple
random sampling. The basic design of simple random sampling consists of selecting
a group of sampling units in such a way that each sampling unit has the same
chance of being selected.

The estimate of minimum sample size is in Appendix 12.
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Findings – survey
[Note that the Appendix information contains accurate data while in the main body of the report
a number of percentages have been rounded to improve the clarity of the narrative.]

As described in the introduction, the research formed a two-tiered approach with the
large-scale survey forming the cornerstone of the provider perspective. The results
from each strand of the formal survey (postal, web and email), were consolidated and
treated in the first instance through WebSurveyor followed by export of the data into
the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) for a fuller statistical
treatment. Much of the detailed data treatment is beyond the scope of this report and
are available as both background material and dedicated website for access by the
Client.

The reader should be aware that the response percentages have been given
throughout with the inclusion of non-response data for each individual question. This
was a policy decision to indicate the levels of non-response in each case, however,
the reader may readily calculate absolute valid percentages should they wish by
removing respondents who did not answer the specific question thus:

For example, if only 423 of the 434 answered question 10 below. 229 ticked the
formal method, 170 the informal methods and 24 the not at all box.

How do you gather information on how your guests learn about your
establishment? (Please tick one)

Formal Methods.
Informal Methods (Memory /Intuition.)
Not at all.





The valid percentages would be:
Category
Formal Methods
Informal Methods
Not at all
Did Not Answer
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Percentage
52.76%
39.17%
5.53%
2.54%
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Valid Percentage
54.14%
40.19%
5.67%
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Accommodation Type (Table 1, Appendix 4)

As can be seen, the two best represented accommodation types were equally split
between self-catering and guest house/B&B at just over 34% each, hotels
represented

the

third

most

popular

category

at

24%.

Touring/camping

accommodation came in at just under 5% while the hostel sector represented a small
but significant 3% of respondents.

Self Catering 34.3 %

Guest Houses /Bed & Breakfast 34.3 %

148 Self Catering
148 Guest Houses /Bed & Breakfast
101 Hotel
21 Touring /Camping
13 Hostel

Hostel 3.0 %
Touring /Camping 4.9 %

Hotel 23.4 %

Figure 1 (Appendix 3) Accommodation Type

Accommodation Size (Table 2, Appendix 4)

The smaller accommodation providers represented the majority of respondents with
those offering 3 or fewer rooms being the most common and just under half of all
respondents followed by properties with between 4 and 10 rooms accounting for a
further third and the 11-25 room category producing 12.8%. In other words almost
90% of respondents represented properties with 25 rooms or less.
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177 1 - 3 Rooms
139 4 - 10 Rooms
53 11 - 25 Rooms
15 26 - 50 Rooms
20 51 - 100 Rooms
10 100+ Rooms

1 - 3 Rooms 42.8 %

100+ Rooms 2.4 %
51 - 100 Rooms 4.8 %
26 - 50 Rooms 3.6 %

4 - 10 Rooms 33.6 %

11 - 25 Rooms 12.8 %

Figure 2 (Appendix 3) Accommodation Size

Current Classification (Table 3, Appendix 4)

There was a relatively even spread of representation of classification categories with
70% coming from the 3 and 4 star categories.

13 5 Star
131 4 Star
174 3 Star
75 2 Star
19 1 Star
16 Awaiting Classification

4 Star 30.6 %

5 Star 3.0 %

Awaiting Classification 3.7 %
3 Star 40.7 %
1 Star 4.4 %

2 Star 17.5 %

Figure 3 (Appendix 3) Respondent Current VisitScotland Classification
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Area Tourist Boards (Table 4, Appendix 4)

All 14 Area Tourist Boards were represented by respondents with the Highlands of
Scotland Tourist Board area having the greatest level of response. Orkney had pro
rata a surprisingly high response rate.

Ayrshire & Arran 16
Argyll, The Isles, Loch Lomond, Stirling, Trossachs 62

Dumfries & Galloway 32
Edinburgh & Lothian 49

Angus & Dundee 12

Aberdeen & Grampian 28
Glasgow & Clyde Valley 23

Western Isles 20
Shetland 3
Scottish Borders 20
Highlands 96
Perthshire 36
Orkney 9
Kingdom of Fife 27

Figure 4 (Appendix 3) Area Tourist Board Representation

Marketing Methods (Figure 5 ; Table 5a-m, Appendix 4)
Area
400Tourist Board brochure

Area Tourist Board brochure
Own leaflet
Own website
Scottish Tourist Board brochure
VisitScotland website
Website with other business
Guide Book
Magazines
Newspaper
Other
Consortium brochure
Radio
Television

380
360
340
320
300

Own leaflet
Own website
Scottish Tourist Board brochure
Visitscotland website

280
260

Website with other business

240
220
200
180
160
140

Guide Book
Magazines
Newspaper
Other

120
Consortium brochure

100
80
60

Radio

40
20
0
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The chart shown above in Figure 5 indicates the primary means used by respondents
in marketing their business and it can be seen that the most common method is to
use their own Area Tourist Board brochure followed by their own leaflet. Perhaps a
little surprisingly a significant percentage – just over two-thirds of respondents
indicated that their own website was a major marketing channel, ranking third in
overall importance. Representation on the VisitScotland website came fifth with just
under two-thirds but, given the free text response (Appendix 2) it is evident that
many respondents were unclear about the status of their representation on the
VisitScotland site and the figure should thus be treated with caution. Table 5n in
Appendix 2 gives an indication of the range of alternative marketing methods used by
respondents (this is an untreated table and requires consolidation).
Marketing Spend Breakdown (Figures 6 – 18, Appendix 3 ; Tables 6 – 18,
Appendix 4)

The figures here are interesting in that just under half of respondents (47%) actually
did not state or did not know what proportion of their marketing budget was spent on
ATB brochure advertising and just under a quarter of respondents spent between 1

and 20% of their marketing budget on this. The latter is a clear reflection of the both
the size of operation of most respondents and their marketing budgets.

The spread of spend changed considerably for VisitScotland brochure compared with
ATB brochure, in this instance it accounted for a proportionately higher spend with
23% of respondents indicating that this accounted for over 50% of their overall
marketing budget.

Own leaflets were a popular route with up to 55% of respondents stating that this

accounted for up to 29% of budget although again it is interesting to note that over
40% of those questioned didn‟t state, didn‟t know or their spend was zero on this.

Considering where the use of their own website came in the overall profile of
marketing channels (third by rank), it is therefore worth noting that almost half of
respondents either didn‟t have one or didn‟t know how much they spent on their
website and a third of businesses spent up to 19% of their total marketing budget
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through representation with other businesses. The Appendices show the range of
these other business connections.
The view on marketing spend on VisitScotland’s web representation reflected the
confused picture emerging from the earlier profile of marketing channels used by the
properties. Over 60% of respondents either didn‟t respond, spent nothing or had no
idea how much was spent on this channel whilst over a third spent up to 19% of their
overall marketing budget on this.

As might be anticipated given the overall profile of respondents and the
preponderance of SMEs, newspapers were seen to play little part in any marketing
approach. Thus, around three-quarters of respondents didn‟t respond or spent
nothing on newspaper advertising with progressively smaller spends on magazine,
radio and TV advertising (<2%)

The vast majority of respondents (85%) didn‟t respond or spent nothing on
consortium brochure advertising; again, this is perhaps to be expected from the

sample.
Three quarters of respondents didn‟t respond or spent nothing on Guidebook
advertising but just over 20% spend between 1 and 19% of their total marketing
budget on this form.

Representation through Websites (Figure 19 ; Table 19a-I, Appendix 4)

Respondents identified a wide range of electronic channels which they used
including; regional websites (39%), VisitScotland (70%, bearing in mind the caveat
expressed earlier), own property website (62%) – an astonishingly large figure, hotel
central reservations system (18%) – largely the chains and consortia, global
distribution systems (10%), web-based intermediaries (15%), and bidding site (5%).

In addition 18% used other sites and 5% of respondents were unsure of how else
they were represented. Figure 19 below illustrates this.
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320
300

69.9 %

304 VisitScotland Website
270 Own Property Based Website
168 Regional Website
80 Central Reservation System Based Website
78 Other
65 Web Based Intermediary (e.g. WorldRes)
44 Global Distribution System Based Website (e.g.
Travelocity)
23 Don't Know
20 Auction / Bidding Website (e.g. Lastminute.com)

62.1 %

280
260
240
220
200

38.6 %

180
160
140
120
100

18.4 %

17.9 %
14.9 %

80
10.1 %
60
40

5.3 %

4.6 %

20
0

Figure 19 (Appendix 3)
Percentage of Total Guests by Various Routes (Figures 20 – 29, Appendix 3;
Tables 20 – 29, Appendix 4)

Perhaps going somewhat against conventional perceptions here, 38% of
respondents didn‟t respond or said they had no walk-in guests while 42% said they
received between 1 and 19% of business this way. Each percentage band was
evenly represented for phone reservations ranging from 9% of respondents who
claimed to receive 1-9% of their business this way to 10% who identified 90 -100% of
their business coming through phone reservations.

Fax reservations did not figure at all for almost 60% of respondents whilst 35%

claimed that up to 19% of their reservations were made this way. The traditional letter
reservation, while playing no part in the reservations of just under half of providers, is
clearly still a strong booking channel for some with over one third of respondents
having between 1–9% of bookings made this way. This reflects many of the
comments made in the free text response section of the questionnaire (Appendix 2).

Email is one of the newer booking routes but features quite strongly among

respondents. Although 23% didn‟t respond or received no business this way, 60% of
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respondents received between 1-29% of reservations by email and a further 11%
received between 30-49%.
A salutary two-thirds of respondents didn‟t respond or claimed to have received no
guests at all through the activities of the VisitScotland website while just less than
one fifth received between 1-9% of bookings as a result of this. The percentage of
guests coming through property based websites makes an interesting comparison
with the above in that in this instance almost 60% of survey respondents didn‟t
respond or claimed to receive no bookings by this means (although it provides data
for speculation when the fact that respondents rated this channel third in their spend
rankings is considered). In this case one sixth of the sample received 1-9% of
business this way whilst a further 20% of respondents received between 10-49% this
way.

Central Reservations Systems (CRS) provided no bookings or no response was

received for almost four-fifths of respondents with a further 12% receiving only 1-9%
this way. Following the above trend we see that Global Distribution Systems (GDS)
provide no bookings to 90% of respondents and this is in line with what one might
expect given the complexity and cost of moving from property to CRS to GDS.
Nonetheless for a significant minority (5.3%) 1-9% of business came this way.
Finally, 81% of respondents didn‟t respond or stated that they received no bookings
from other sources while 8% received up to 19%.

Percentage of Guests using VisitScotland website prior to booking (Table 30,
Appendix 4)

This question (Appendix 1; Q11) was concerned with the overall numbers of guests
which ultimately booked after having first gone to the VisitScotland website. A total of
26.5% of questionnaire respondents didn‟t respond to this question or said they
received no guests this way. Note that this is not the same as the data represented
by Figure/Table 25 which indicates the numbers coming from VisitScotland whereas
this question simply refers to the use of the website prior to booking by another
means. Bookers have thus, at some point, touched the VisitScotland website prior to
booking and while this cannot be readily correlated with ultimate booking levels it
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gives an indication of the importance of the quality of the site in relation to the
ultimate tourism value of those users. No attempt was made to elicit a month-bymonth view from respondents simply an overall indication of level of activity. Nearly
40% of respondents indicated that they received between 1-29% of their business
indirectly through VisitScotland‟s web activities. A significant 4% of respondents
claimed to receive 30-59% of business this way.

1 - 10% 132
0% 84

84 0%
132 1 - 10%
27 10 - 19%
13 20 - 29%
7 30 - 39%
5 40 - 49%
6 50 - 59%
1 60 - 69%
1 70 - 79%
127 Don't Know

10 - 19% 27

20 - 29% 13
30 - 39% 7

Don't Know 127

40 - 49% 5
50 - 59% 6
60 - 69% 1
70 - 79% 1

Figure 30 (Appendix 3) Percentage using VisitScotland prior to booking

Percentage of Guests by Various Routes after using the VisitScotland website
(Figures 31 - 39; Table 31 – 39, Appendix 4)
82% of respondents didn‟t respond or said that none of their walk-in guests used the
site prior to booking and 8% didn‟t know if such guests had used the site. 6%
received walk-ins comprising 1-9% of guests who had visited the VisitScotland
website first. The „don‟t knows‟ stayed around the same as for walk-ins at 8% but a
substantially higher number of guests making phone reservations had visited the
website first with 17% of respondents claiming 1-29% of business came this way and
a surprisingly large 7% indicated that 90-100% of their business took this form. This
last statistic is one which should be considered with some interest for future trends.
Fax reservations following a visit to the VisitScotland website were not very common,
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87% of the sample didn‟t respond or received no business this way while 5%
received only 1-9% through subsequent fax and once more the „don‟t knows‟ stayed
pretty constant at around 6%. Again, very few guests used the website before
booking by letter, four-fifths of the sample didn‟t respond or indicated that they
received no guests this way although 8% did receive up to 9% of their business
through guest letter following a web visit. 6% didn‟t know.

An interesting picture

emerges from an analysis of email bookings following a trip to the VisitScotland
website. Although 58% of businesses received no guests this way and 6% didn‟t
know, the remaining 26% of respondents suggested significant booking levels with
20% claiming up to 39% of guests used this combination and almost 10% indicating
40-69% of guests from email subsequent to a VisitScotland trip.

The question concerning those guests who used the VisitScotland website prior to
booking directly echoed the earlier question about coming from the VisitScotland site

– this being the extreme example where guests booked through the site directly. 86%
of respondents claimed to receive no bookings at all through this means and 6%
didn‟t know. However, as with earlier definitional issues around what the respondents
understood by VisitScotland, the responses seem confusing. Only a very few
properties able to be booked directly through VisitScotland directly at the time of the
survey and certainly far less than the implied 8% from the data. 5% of all
respondents claimed 1-9% of bookings this way.

67 0%
21 1 - 9%
4 10 - 19%
3 30 - 39%
2 40 - 49%
1 60 - 69%
1 80 - 89%
3 90 - 100%
27 Don't Know

0% 67

1 - 9% 21

Don't Know 27

90 - 100% 3
60 - 69% 1
10 - 19% 4

30 - 39% 3
40 - 49% 2

80 - 89% 1

Figure 36 (Appendix 3) Percentage of Guests Booking through VisitScotland directly
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Although a surprising proportion of businesses are now claiming to have their own
property based website, the use of this for any booking purpose is still small in

absolute terms. However, it should be borne in mind, especially given the high
proportion of small businesses represented here that the relative increase in activity
in this area is very significant.

32 0%
26 1 - 9%
21 10 - 19%
12 20 - 29%
8 30 - 39%
3 40 - 49%
1 60 - 69%
2 70 - 79%
4 80 - 89%
3 90 - 100%
21 Don't Know

1 - 9% 26
0% 32

10 - 19% 21

Don't Know 21

20 - 29% 12
80 - 89% 4

30 - 39% 8

90 - 100% 3

70 - 79% 2
40 - 49% 3
60 - 69% 1

Figure 37 (Appendix 3) Percentage of Guests using VisitScotland prior to website
reservation

The percentage of guests using the VisitScotland website prior to Hotel Central
Reservation System booking was very small and those coming from the global

distribution systems represented an even smaller fraction of overall guest numbers.
Guests through other means after the VisitScotland website were insignificant.

Method of Recording Information (Figure 41 ; Table 41, Appendix 4)

This question (Appendix 1, Q10) was designed to elicit the extent to which
accommodation providers actually recorded bookings and guest information as in the
context of channel choice. There was no attempt at a sophisticated approach to this
simply; do they do it or not? If so how robust is the method? Most respondents
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answered this question and 54% indicated that they used formal recording methods.
This figure, if reflective of the overall population is encouraging in considering any
future use of formal collection methods to assist in modelling volumes and values.
Number of Bookings versus Number of Guests January 2000 – February 2001

50000
45000
40000
35000
30000
25000
20000
15000
10000
5000
0

Figure 54 (Appendix 3)
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(Tables 42-69, Appendix 4)
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Percentage of Guests by Trip Origination (Fig 55, Appendix 3, Tables 70-73,
Appendix 4)

Percentage of Guests

35
30
25
Scotland
UK
Europe
World

20
15
10
5
Don't Know

90 - 100

80 - 89%

70 - 79%

60 - 69%

50 - 59%

40 - 49%

30 - 39%

20 - 29%

10 - 19%

1 - 9%

DNA

0

Figure 55 (Appendix 3)

Percentage Increase in Guests since January 2000 (Figure 46 ; Table 74,
Appendix 4)

8 > 80% Decrease
7 60 - 79% Decrease
25 40 - 59% Decrease
33 20 - 39% Decrease
59 <20% Decrease
74 0%
64 <20% Increase

<20% Decrease 59
20 - 39% Decrease 33

40 - 59% Decrease 25

60 - 79% Decrease 7

23 20 - 39% Increase
6 40 - 59% Increase
3 60 - 79% Increase
9 > 80% Increase
39 Don't Know

0% 74
> 80% Decrease 8

Don't Know 39

> 80% Increase 9

40 - 59% Increase 6
<20% Increase 64

20 - 39% Increase 23

Figure 46 (Appendix 3)
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Increase in Bookings Attributable to the launch of the VisitScotland website
(Figure 47 ; Table 75, Appendix 4)

149 Neutral
85 Strongly Disagree
84 Disagree
65 Agree
9 Strongly Agree

38.0 %

21.7 %

2.3 %

16.6 %

21.4 %

Figure 47 (Appendix 3)

Form of VisitScotland Presence (Figure 48 ; Tables 76a-76g, Appendix 4)

273 Text
172 Link to own website
170 Images
168 Link to e-mail
39 Link to on-line reservations
14 Link to bookings engine
6 Other

Text 273

Other 6
Link to own website 172

Link to bookings engine 14
Link to on-line reservations 39

Images 170
Link to e-mail 168

Figure 48 (Appendix 3)
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Providers with Web Access (Figure 49 ; Table 77, Appendix 4)

360 Yes
56 No

Yes 86.5 %

No 13.5 %

Figure 49 (Appendix 3)

Length of Time Providers have had own Website (Figure 50; Table 78,
Appendix 4)

190 1 - 2 Years
101 Don't have one
64 2 - 3 Years
36 3 - 4 Years
16 > 5 Years
12 4 - 5 Years

45.3 %

2.9 %
3.8 %
24.1 %
8.6 %

15.3 %
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Own Website Reservation Facilities (Figure 51; Table 79, Appendix 4)

279 No
137 Yes
67.1 %

32.9 %

Figure 51 (Appendix 3)

Own Website users via VisitScotland website (Figure 52 ; Table 80, Appendix 4)

1 - 9% 74
0% 83

10 - 19% 15
20 - 29% 10
30 - 39% 3
40 - 49% 4
50 - 59% 4
60 - 69% 1

70 - 79% 1

90 - 100% 1

Don't Know 158

Figure 52 (Appendix 3)
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1 90 - 100%
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Free-Text Comments
The respondents had the opportunity to record any additional material they felt to be
pertinent to the research and Appendix 2 holds the detail of these responses. Ideally,
in a longitudinal or larger scale study, some form of content analysis tool may be
applied to this type of information to derive meaningful concepts, clusters and
themes. However, within the time constraints, the limitations of the questionnaire
format actually used and the relatively superficial response detail in some cases, it
was deemed acceptable to generate clusters, trends and themes in a less formal
manner.

There was very clearly a very strong and negative feeling about the operation of
VisitScotland evident from the responses (about 15 to 1; negative to positive) and,
given the recent well-documented and highly public tribulations of STB/VisitScotland
it is not an entirely surprising outcome. The central theme in the negative attitude
was that the respondents felt that there was a lack of understanding at a practical
level of the real marketing needs of the industry. Some specific negative references
were made to the recent name change of the STB and this was also linked to
adverse comment on the VisitScotland website. There was also some very direct
criticism of ATB performance (about 10 to 1, negative to positive) in relation to their
support for marketing in general and in connection with the link to visitscotland.com.

The VisitScotland website itself came in for very serious criticism (about 11 to 1;
negative to positive) on a wide range of fronts. There was strong criticism regarding
the domain name/URL and the poor performance of this under search engine use.
There was significant and in cases very detailed criticism of the inability of the
navigation and search processes to either fully or timeously address reasonable
search requests and, even although at the time of the research the numbers of
properties bookable online was low, even these were difficult to actually book. Thus
the navigation, search and booking processes (all fundamental to any ecommerce
site) came under fire. Members also complained about the lack of performance data
such as hit rates, visitors and click-throughs. Other issues related to the perceived
expense of any VisitScotland web presence beyond the basic entry.
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Findings - Visitscotland.com

The findings ultimately relate to either indirect accommodation bookings in which
visitscotland.com played some part, or online accommodation bookings online via
visitscotland.com

Volumes and Values

A key element of the survey was to assess the extent to which visitscotland.com
played some part in the bookings process, either directly or indirectly. For the
purposes of this research, online bookings (IO) are taken to be those made entirely
online through the visitscotland.com website. Indirect bookings (I) are all bookings
which at some point have touched the visitscotland.com website whether they were
online, or ultimately came via letter, phone, fax, email etc (IO, IL, IP, IF, IE and so on).
Direct bookings are all others made through and with the accommodation provider,
including the use of any other intermediary, i.e. at no point touched the
visitscotland.com website.

It should be stated at the outset that there is no direct attempt to establish a causal
link between visitscotland.com and indirect bookings. Without a demand-side survey
to identify the detailed background to specific choices by consumers, it is difficult to
do more than draw broad inferences from the data.
All Bookings

According to the respondents there was a total of 139,358 bookings made over the
14-month period covered by the study resulting in 365,449 guests. If we take the
figure of £224 per person per trip (VisitScotland research data) as the overall value of
each guest, then this represents a total spend (NB: not just in the accommodation
sector) of £81.8M. Over the Calendar year 2000 this becomes £76.6M as shown
below.
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The possible population to which this may be generalised is the full population
identified for accommodation providers on visitscotland.com – a figure of 10,781.

Spend
Bookings

Guests

per trip

Total Guest Spend
(£M)

(£)

Survey Sample

139,358

365,449

224

224 x 365,449

81.8

137,281

342,087

224

224 x 342,087

76.6

137,281 x

342,087 x

10,781/434

10,781/434

(14 months, self-reported)
Survey Sample
(12 months, self-reported)
Population
(12 months, projected)

224

224 x 342,087 x
10,781/434

1,903

If we assume our 434 respondents represent a population 10,781 then scaling up the
bookings and hence guest levels produces an annual estimate of £1,903M. In other
words the self-reported guest levels generated through the survey, would scale up to
represent a total guest spend value of £1,900M. If AV is taken to be the value of all
possible bookings, AVS is thus the all bookings value generated in the sample and
AVP may be used to represent the projected value coming from all bookings for the
total population of Scottish accommodation providers on visitscotland.com (not,
however, the total population of all Scottish accommodation providers, AV).
AVS

AVP

AV

£76.6M

£1,900M

?M

Survey all

Projected

Projected

bookings

Population

value

bookings
value

total
population
bookings
value
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The general limitations to the work are described later, however, in considering these
figures, it should be borne in mind that not all 434 respondents provided full bookings
and guest data. It should also be noted that Greater Glasgow and Clyde Valley‟s
disproportionately low participation would have undoubtedly depressed the figures.
Regardless of the precision of the above figures it is evident that an important
proportion of all tourism business generated through the accommodation sector at
some point makes use of the visitscotland.com website. It thus has the potential to
greatly influence the value of tourism business in Scotland.
The above picture represents one dimension – the overall reported bookings/guests
offered by the respondents. Let us now look a little more closely at the influence of
visitscotland.com. Question 11 (Appendix 1) invited respondents to indicate the
percentage of their business (regardless of eventual booking channel) that had used
the VisitScotland website prior to booking. The ranges offered for response were 19%, 10-19%, 20-29% etc. and, as is common practice with inferential work such as
this, the mid-point of each range was taken 5%, 15%, 25% etc., as a multiplier
against the reported bookings and guests to generate an estimate of actual numbers
through this means.

If we now look at the actual level of business generated which at some point has
been intermediated by visitscotland.com, in other words the indirect bookings, I, this
produces a self-reported figure of 6,634 guests across the 14-month period covered
by the study and across the period January – December 2000; 6,157 guests. Using
the same basis for calculation as above, this level of activity may be inferred to
produce £1.38M in guest value from the survey sample. Again, if we use 10,781 as
our population, this would scale to £34.3M for the overall value of indirect bookings
(i.e.intermediated in some manner by visitscotland.com).

IVS = Indirect Value for the sample = £1.38M
IVP = Indirect Value projected for the population = £34.3M
.
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Spend
Bookings

Guests

per trip

Total Guest Spend
(£M)

(£)
Survey Sample
(14 months, self-reported)
Survey Sample
(12 months, self-reported)
Population
(12 months, projected)

2,166

6,634

224

224 x 6634

1.48

1,998

6,157

224

224 x 6157 x

1.38

1,998 x

6,157 x

10,781/434

10,781/434

IVS
£1.38M

224

224 X 6157 x
10,781/434

34.3

IVP

IV

£34.3M

?M

The number of bookings across the 14-month period as a percentage of server
requests was 7.35%. For interest the guest figures for the comparable periods
covered by the survey, in 2000 and 2001 are shown below.

2000 2001
Jan

205

213

Feb

233

263

One interesting relationship is to look at the performance of the different gradings of
accommodation versus the percentage of bookings that came via visitscotland.com in
some manner:
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GRADE

no response
1 Star
2 Star
3 Star
4 Star
5 Star
Awaiting
Classification

Total

2
5
22
39
35
4

1
5
19
50
49
6

8

2

115 132

1
5
11
10
1

3
7
2
1

1
3
1

1
3
1

4
1

1

27

13

1
1

1

7

5

Don't
Know

70 - 79%

60 - 69%

50 - 59%

40 - 49%

30 - 39%

20 - 29%

10 - 19%

1 - 10%
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2
9
23
56
32
1
4

6

1

1 127

It is worth noting the relative strength of 3 and 4 star properties here.
Online Bookings

Online bookings are a subset of all indirect bookings (I) and are in effect equivalent to
IO.
The data for online bookings derived from visitscotland.com came from the period
July 28th 2000 to May 9th 2001. There were 115 bookings made covering 194 bed
nights, a total transaction spend of £11,619 and an average transaction spend per
booking of £101. These bookings were made with only 59 (of a possible 235)
separate accommodation providers.

If we take as a guideline the ratio of bookings to guests derived from our survey, we
arrive at a figure of approximately 2.6. Using this figure and the previously applied
£224 as the spend per guest generates a guest value from online bookings of 115 x
£224 x 2.6 = £66,976 for this period and an approximate12/9.5 for a projected full
year £84,601.

The diagram overleaf illustrates the relationships among the various booking routes
and their values (except for IO these are estimated/projected)
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Relationship among booking routes
£1,900M
Projected
Population all
bookings
value

AVP

AVS

IVP

IVS
IO
£76.6M
£34.3M

Survey Sample
all
bookings value

Projected
Population
Indirect bookings
value

£1.38M
Survey Sample
Indirect
bookings value

Commercial in Confidence
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Conversion Ratios
Indirect Bookings Conversion Ratio

Appendices 10 and 11 illustrate two separate approaches to the calculation of the
indirect bookings conversion ratio (ICR) Method 1 yields a ratio of 7.35% whilst

Method 2 produces a ratio of 8.55%. Each calculation method has advantages,
however, it is proposed to adopt Method 1 as this minimises the inclusion of spurious
data. Therefore the proposal for the current work is to adopt 7.35% as the indirect
conversion ratio
Online Conversion Ratio

The overall online booking conversion ratio (OCR) calculation data is illustrated in
Appendix 9 and is the average of each monthly conversion percentage for each
provider summed and averaged across all providers. This calculation produces a
figure of 1.23% for online bookings, although this is probably somewhat overstated for
reasons given in the main report for online bookings. It is worth comparing recent
figures for two more mature systems e.g. figures for the Gulliver InfoRes booking
engine (the main Irish Tourist Board booking engine along with a number of other
sites) demonstrate ratios of between 1% and 2.5% whilst the highly regarded tiscover
system (the Austrian-based system) is reporting an online booking ratio of 1.8% (see
main report). These two systems have many points of comparison with the vision of
visitscotland.com, however, each has been in operation much longer and have
attracted very significant investment throughout most of the 1990s.

At this stage in development, one should not attach too much regard to the actual
conversion ratio, partly because of its fragility but much more importantly it is the
online bookings transaction volume that is vitally important. In due course as the
system and market matures, more robust measures of online conversion ratio will
become increasingly useful as a measure of effectiveness. It is therefore sensible to
start constructing the methodology towards sound future data and it is hoped that the
methodology behind this report represents a solid step in that direction.
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The number of bookings made directly with visitscotland.com over the period in
question is illustrated in the tables below:-

Direct Bookings made through visitscotland.com

No of
Bookings

No of Bed
Nights
Sold

Spend

Average
Spend per
Booking

Aberdeen & Grampian

0

0

Angus & Dundee
Argyll, The Isles,
Loch Lomond, Stirling, Trossachs

0

0

13

18

£948.00

£72.92

Ayrshire & Arran

0

0

Dumfries & Galloway

4

7

£387.50

£96.88

Edinburgh & Lothian

38

70

£5,350.00

£140.79

Glasgow & Clyde Valley

0

0

Highlands

30

54

£2,819.00

£93.97

Kingdom of Fife

5

7

£320.50

£64.10

Orkney

0

0

Perthshire

20

30

£1,294.00

£64.70

Scottish Borders

5

8

£500.00

£100.00

Shetland

0

0

Western Isles

0

0

115

194

£11,619

£101

Area Tourist Board

Total

Bookings by Type
Type
Bed & Breakfast
Guest House
Hotels
Inns
Restaurant with Rooms
Self Catering
Total

Commercial in Confidence

Bookings
24
54
31
3
1
2
115

40

Spend
£1,488.50
£5,204.00
£4,191.00
£317.50
£180.00
£238.00
£11,619

Average Spend
£62.02
£96.37
£135.19
£105.83
£180.00
£119.00
£101

visitscotland.com volumes and values

Bookings by location of booking:
Country
Australia

Number
2

Percentage
1.74%

Belgium

1

0.87%

France
Germany
Ireland
Luxembourg
Mexico
Netherlands
Spain
Sweden
Switzerland

1
15
3
1
1
2
1
1
1

0.87%
13.04%
2.61%
0.87%
0.87%
1.74%
0.87%
0.87%
0.87%

UK

65

56.52%

US

21

18.26%

Total

115

100%

Total amount received for all direct reservation taken through visitscotland.com
£11,619 which is an average of £101 for the 115 bookings.

Of the 235 accommodation providers that could receive bookings directly through
Visitscotland.com only 14 appeared in the survey. For bookings made directly
through visitscotland.com, the average booking period prior to arrival was 32 days.
For interest (bear in mind these are purely indicative) the conversion ratios
corresponding to star classification are given below:-

Online Conversion Ratios
2 Star
3 Star
4 Star

9.21%
6.93%
2.24%

Indirect Conversion Ratios
1 Star
2.48%
2 Star
9.05%
3 Star
8.28%
4 Star
5.82%
5 Star
13.66%
Awaiting Classification 2.72%
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Conclusions and Recommendations

Objectives

The best reference point to begin consideration of the findings is cross-reference to
the specified aims and objectives of the work thus:

i)

To develop a methodology to provide robust measures of the volume and value of
business generated through visitscotland.com accommodation listings through all
possible means of booking such accommodation.

ii)

To test this methodology with data from accommodation operators who are
members of visitscotland.com and to draw lessons to improve the rigour of the
volume and value data generated.

iii)

To produce a report from the study which will stand up to external scrutiny, and
disseminate this report through http://www.scotexchange.net

The two main means of booking accommodation listed in visitscotland.com were
considered as either bookings online via the visitscotland.com website or indirect
bookings through any other means including letter, walk-in, phone, fax, email and so
on.

In looking at the first of these, a robust procedure has been established to examine
the visitscotland.com server log files and map server request activity onto actual
bookings. This procedure is straightforward and the only significant qualification is
the volume of properties that are bookable online and thus extremely small
transaction volumes. It is therefore relatively simple to monitor volumes and values
but the robustness of the online booking conversion ratio (1.23%) is very fragile.
Extension and growth of the product activity on visitscotland.com will progressively
strengthen the credibility of the online conversion ratio and in due course should
allow for trend analysis.
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Indirect bookings, in other words all bookings which respondents identified as coming
from (in some way), but not necessarily through, visitscotland.com, presented a
much more complex challenge. The robustness of the methodology is dependent
upon a number of factors including: 

The accuracy of the overall population



The accuracy of the self-reported data



The respondent level used



Calculation algorithm applied to the data

To all intents and purposes a census survey was employed and the profile of
respondents in each category of accommodation type closely matched that found on
visitscotland.com. The population was taken to be the full accommodation provider
population as housed on visitscotland.com and represented through unique product
IDs – 10,781. The accuracy of the self-reported data was not challenged in any way
and thus all subsequent calculation depends on this for its solidity. The respondent
level used was the total respondent population since all statistics were applied at the
global level. In other words 434 was used as the sample size for all calculations. It
may be reasonably argued that only those respondents who actually addressed e.g.
the guest and booking data questions, should be included in that data set and
subsequent treatment. Another commonly used procedure is to populate empty
respondent data sets with the average data from that particular group. However, as
stated, the total respondent level was used in all calculations for the purposes of this
preliminary study. This aspect of the methodology could therefore be strengthened
for future iterations through discussions with the Client. This last point is only one
aspect of the calculation algorithm relating to indirect booking volumes, values and
ratios.

There are a number of other aspects that require discussion and these will be
touched on later, however an example is the indirect booking conversion ratio
calculation. Self-reported data inevitably produces some extremes and in our
calculations, a decision was made to include all data. However, if for example the
extreme 1% of respondents (top and bottom) were excluded from calculation, the
indirect conversion ratio falls from 7.35% to 5.46%. Further „capping‟ of the data to
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5% produced little further change so it could be argued that a 1% cap on extreme
data would stabilise this percentage. Perhaps the use of Standard Deviation bands
would be a more appropriate means of excluding extreme data and this is proposed
for exploration in further work.

Overall it is argued that the present methodology provides for robust volume and
value data for online bookings but a conversion ratio that is as yet merely indicative.
It is also argued that the volumes and values produced for indirect bookings is
indicative only. To improve robustness, this would require more accurate and more
formal data collection methods being employed by accommodation providers. This
would be further strengthened by the implementation of a baseline consumer survey
(probably in-house). Respondent and population numbers also require agreement for
consistent future application. The indirect booking conversion ratio would also be
consequently strengthened by the implementation of these two (data collection and
survey) approaches and by additional data stabilising techniques. Within the overall
scope and scale of the work, the research group therefore feels that each objective
has been addressed. A combination of survey-based fieldwork and a detailed
analysis of the server log files for visitscotland.com has allowed the production of
tentative volume and value figures along with some global conversion ratios thus.
Projected Indirect Accommodation Bookings (population of 10,781) touched at some
point by visitscotland.com: Bookings

49,632

Guests

152,946

Guest Value

£34.3M

Indirect bookings Conversion Ratio

(ICR) = 7.35%

Actual Online Accommodation Bookings with visitscotland.com :-

Online Conversion Ratio

Commercial in Confidence

Bookings

115

Guests

194

Transaction Value

£11,619

Guest Value

£66,976 (projected to 12 months - £84,601)

(OCR) = 1.23%
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The online conversion ratio as it is reported above, may stand comparison with other
regional or national systems, however, the transaction volume base for this is very
small indeed and one should be cautious in reading too much into this statistic at this
stage. The absolute transaction volumes are well below those of comparable
systems elsewhere and one could reasonably project that with more comprehensive
ecommerce facilities and higher absolute volumes then the value of business
conducted on or through the site would escalate substantially.

Thus if the current average transaction value (£101) and average guest value (£224)
were used along with current conversion ratios and annualised some possible online
booking scenarios are outlined below:-

Total Transaction Value = Number of Bookings x £101
Guest Value = Number of Bookings x 2.6 x £224

%

Total

Total

Guest

Transaction

Transaction

Value

Value

Value

(£)

Calculation

(£)

0.58

115 x 101

11,619

66,976

Average

Participation

Bookings

(of 10,781)

Bookings per
property

2%

115 (survey
period)

2%

145 (annualised)

0.67

145 x 101

13,938

84,601

10%

670

0.67

670 x 101

67,670

390.208

15%

3,000

2

3,000 x 101

303,000

1,747,200

25%

25,000

10

25,000 x 101

2,525,000

14,560,000

25%

50,000

20

50,000 x 101

5,050,000

29,120.000

25%

100,000

50

100,000 x 101

10,100,000

58,240,000

Clearly if the conversion ration were nearer that achieved through Gulliver Infores on
the Irish Tourist Board site (2.5%) or the levels of ecommerce participation were to
be enhanced significantly, the potential correspondingly scales. A key variable here
is also the average transaction value! The reader should perhaps reflect on the
relative merits of increasing transaction volumes versus conversion ratios.
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Limitations and Operational Suggestions

A key limitation is obviously time and this has been referred to elsewhere, however, it
is likely that a significant limitation to the proper establishment of conversion ratios
and hence volume and value indicators is the fragility of some of the stakeholder data
and the potentially immature data capture processes (especially the level of
informality of data recording) upon which the proper development of the methodology
will ultimately depend.

It is considered that the overall data treatment and results process is robust at the
global level i.e. the numbers provided should in the main be representative of the
wider accommodation provider population in Scotland. This primarily refers to
reporting at the global level for the entire sample and population across Scotland. A
wealth of cross-tabulated information is available broken down by e.g. ATB or room
size and so forth but at this stage further data would be required before placing
reliance on the significance of these numbers at such a level.

Another unforeseen limitation to the work was the proportionately low response from
those businesses in the Greater Glasgow and Clyde Valley Area Tourist Board.
Historically survey work among the ATBs has indicated a higher response level from
this ATB and clearly there is some factor at work here reducing the relative level of
response. The most likely of these factors is perhaps the ATB‟s high profile and
distinct approach to electronic distribution channels and it may be that members are
„biased‟ against the national approach. The lack of bookings for this major ATB
coming through visitscotland.com is difficult to reconcile when viewed against
booking levels from elsewhere and would serve to reinforce the view that the area‟s
members are not fully represented in this survey. Any data should be interpreted in
this light and most certainly the overall level of activity including direct bookings
through VisitScotland will have been higher in real terms across the period under
consideration.

Of 4992 email addresses provided, over 900 were in fact identified as invalid and the
real email population used was undoubtedly less than 4000. This was not in itself a
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sample limitation, however, it raised some confidence concerns over the
completeness and accuracy of the visitscotland.com databases.
The Product Identification List was not complete – there were Accommodation
providers that did not appear in the Products Identification list supplied by
VisitScotland. Furthermore of the list of 235 Accommodation Providers that have
registered for the direct booking facility provided by Visitscotland.com, 14 providers
did not appear in the Product identification List. This is 6% of the 235
Accommodation Providers. If this number was not present in the Product
Identification List when matching against a relatively small sample such as the
providers with direct booking facilities provided by visitscotland.com, it prompts
speculation on how many other accommodation providers may be missing from the
Product Identification list.

As noted earlier, the historical period represented in this report has generated many
issues and concerns from those surveyed and while it is undoubtedly true that a
number of these have been or are in the process of being addressed, many remain.
The following section may perhaps be regarded as rather critical but the authors feel
that there are some harsh facts which must be fully addressed if the national website
is to achieve its full potential in support of Scottish tourism.

In recent years there has been specific relevant research work (involving one of the
authors) conducted into performance criteria for DMS in this area e.g.
1998

Frew, A.J. and O'Connor, P., A Comparative Examination of the Implementation of
Destination Marketing System Strategies: Scotland and Ireland, in Information and
Communications Technologies in Tourism, D. Buhalis, A.M. Tjoa, and J. Jafari, Editors.
1998, Springer-Verlag: Vienna, Austria. p. 258-267.

1998

Frew, A.J., OSSIAN - Destination Distribution and the Global Networks, in Hospitality
Information Technology, M. Kasavana and G. Collins, Editors. 1998, HITA: Los Angeles.
p. 35-43.

1999

Frew, A.J. and O'Connor P., Destination Marketing System Strategies: Refining and
Extending an Assessment Framework, in Information and Communications Technologies
in Tourism, D. Buhalis and W. Schertler, Editors. 1999, Springer-Verlag: Vienna, Austria.
p. 398-407

1999

Frew, A.J. and O'Connor, P., Destination Marketing System Strategies in Scotland and
Ireland: An Approach to Assessment. Information Technology and Tourism, 1999. 2(1):
p. 2-13
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2000

O’Connor, P and Frew A.J. Evaluating Electronic Channels of Distribution in the Hotel
Sector, in, Information and Communications Technologies in Tourism, D.Fesenmaeir,
Editor, Springer-Verlag: Vienna, Austria, -p324-335

2000

O’Connor, P. and Frew, A.J., Critical Issues in Destination Management System
Development, Implementation and Operation, Tourism Destination Marketing, J. Ruddy
and S Flanagan, Editors, p559-566

In particular an assessment was made of the comparative position of the Scottish
approach vis-à-vis that in England, Ireland and Austria. Comparing the reported
outcomes with the current position in Scotland does not make encouraging reading.

The visitscotland.com website is widely viewed as being difficult to locate through the
search engines, visually boring, very difficult to navigate, very difficult to search,
riddled with inaccurate data and almost impossible to use for full ecommerce
transactions. There is in fact a pitifully poor full ecommerce online representation of
providers. It is clearly seen as neither providing an efficient value-for-money service
to providers nor offering a professional, comprehensive service to consumers.
Among experts it is regarded as one of the poorest systems of its kind on the world
stage and at the time of the survey represented neither a cohesive strategy nor
professional implementation for a national DMS.

There is no „ownership‟ of the

system in place with responsibility for strategic and operational implementation being
diffused across VisitScotland, the interim management team and Area Tourist
Boards. It goes beyond the remit of this work to comment more fully on this aspect
but the prevailing structures have undoubtedly influenced and will continue to
influence the volumes, values and ratios sought in this study.

If we look first at how we may improve the volume and value of transactions and
bookings there are some fairly obvious proposals from both the literature and from
survey feedback.

In trying to increase the volume of traffic reaching the site there are some basic
marketing propositions that require attention, not least of which is the domain name –
visitscotland.com is simply not a visible or recognisable enough domain, Serious
consideration should be given to the value/cost of securing the broadest range of
core Scotland.xxx domains. The current search engine submission strategy should

Commercial in Confidence

48

visitscotland.com volumes and values

also be re-evaluated as should the strategy for strategic alliance and portal
representation.

Once traffic actually arrives, it is vital that these lookers are offered every
encouragement to stick to the site, spend money and engage in relationship building.
A reminder of some basic factors considered important in increasing looker to booker
ratios:-

Security – incorporate and advertise appropriate encryption technology in

an attempt to reassure customers and encourage online booking.


Attitude – needs positive reinforcement, profile users, CRM tools should be

applied.


Customer Services – it is imperative to understand what your customers

want from your site (achieved through direct and indirect means) and to
provide them with it, CRM tools should be applied.


User Friendliness (Including Navigational Cues) - the site does not meet

general good practice approaches.


Price - consumers have come to associate purchases over the Web with

good value – how can this be demonstrated? Can there be perceived
consumer advantages to online

booking? Loyalty schemes? A bit of

creativity would help here.


Navigational structure of the site is an issue that requires attention; it is

very clumsy and ill laid out. However, and at the time of writing it would
appear that positive changes are already under way.
If one compares relatively successful systems such as tiscover and Gulliver, we see
that tiscover, along with many other successful ecommerce sites, emphasises the
importance of Customer Relationship Management (CRM) tools in improving the
stickiness of the site. Multiple channels are seen as a good thing including access via
Travel Agents, Call Centres, Internet Portals, Kiosks, Travel Sites, car terminals, web
TV, mobile access on PDAs and so on. The Gulliver booking engine successfully
appears on a wide variety of portals and allied sites.
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An effort should be made to provide up-to-date performance data for members‟
visitscotland.com presence. Intranet/MIS feedback should be an established part of
the ongoing management cycle and could usefully be linked to a research cycle

Commercial in Confidence

50

visitscotland.com volumes and values

Future Work

This report describes the development and application of an initial methodology and
has thus provided a solid foundation for future work in volumes and values. Further
work should seek to address both the primary research dimension and the modelling
process itself to refine it and enhance its overall robustness both as a means of
identifying indicator data and providing a sound basis for future trend analysis.

Firstly, it would be hugely beneficial to have available larger and more robust data
sets and to this end ongoing supplier and consumer survey work are strongly
recommended. It is also recommended that future research should incorporate
longitudinal work with the server log data both for online and indirect correlational
studies. As part of the general improvement in management information available
internally for VisitScotland, for accommodation providers via the Intranet and indeed
for public Internet dissemination, the research outcomes could be progressively
linked to real-time data.

The second proposed aspect of the work would require ongoing model development
to be undertaken in direct consultation with the research staff within VisitScotland
and the management team of visitscotland.com

It is suggested that, especially for future work, consideration be given to working with
a representative sample of VisitScotland stakeholder businesses and establishing
more robust data capture routines.

In due course it should be possible to break down the data at the server side by
Area, Grade and so on and keep an ongoing track of direct booking performance on
these dimensions – this should ideally be tied to ongoing survey data to correlate the
indirect booking levels and thus overall and detailed conversion ratios.

The data from the web channel vis-à-vis the manual survey suggests that the web
respondents should be recruited and extended for future work. The client may thus
wish to give consideration to the need to establish a longer baseline and use a more
proactive process to fully establish a detailed volume and value methodology. In this
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case the authors would recommend an ongoing study in which the foundation
methodology is taken forward but is considerably enhanced by a range of specific
data capture, server-side and statistical improvements

In order to make an accurate attempt to estimate incremental business through
visitscotland.com there is a limit to how much information can be gleaned from the
supply side of this process and it is suggested that a consumer side survey be
undertaken to provide additional data to assist with this aspect of modelling.
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Glossary
Accommodation

Any business listed in the visitscotland.com database with a

Provider

unique product ID

All Bookings (A)

The total level of bookings ultimately attained by the
accommodation providers through all routes.

Booker

Someone making a booking for one or more guests either
directly (Direct Booker) on the visitscotland.com website or
indirectly (Indirect Booker) either with the accommodation
provider or through some other agency

Conversion Ratio

The ratio of lookers-to-bookers. In this report two types of
conversion ratio are expressed; firstly the Direct Conversion
Ratio and secondly the Indirect Conversion Ratio. More
explicitly lookers are defined by the server requests per
product ID

Direct Bookings (D)

The total of bookings which made no use of visitscotland.com
and came to the providers through any other route.

Direct Conversion

This ratio takes the number of direct bookers and expresses

Ratio

them as a percentage of Server Requests for individual
Product IDs

Hits

In normal web parlance this refers to page hits and depends
upon a wide variety of factors including the number of
graphics and associated files on each page. In this study the
term was used to refer to Server Requests for a particular
Product ID as this was seen as a more accurate reflection of
individual interest in any individual property. It is this that is
used in the conversion ratio calculations.

ICR

Indirect Conversion Ration

Indirect Bookings

The total of bookings received which at some point used the

(I)

visitscotland.com website

Indirect Conversion

This ratio was calculated in two ways as described in

Ratio (ICR)

Appendices 10 and 11. It provides an estimate of the volume
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and value of business through comparing server activity on a
particular property with that property‟s estimate of the level of
business which at some point used visitscotland.com
Looker

In relation to visitscotland.com, anyone making a Server
Request (Hit) for a particular Product ID

OCR

Online Conversion Ratio

Online booking

In relation to visitscotland.com this means any booking made
and completed online including payment.

Population

The population for the purposes of this study comprised all
accommodation providers listed on visitscotland.com, a total
of 10,781

Sample

That fraction of the population surveyed, in the current case
434

Server Requests

A request from the user‟s browser to view a particular product
ID

SPSS

Statistical Package for the Social Sciences

WebSurveyor

A proprietary software package designed to both facilitate
delivery and analysis of online and off-line html surveys. See
http://www.websurveyor.com

Symbols

A

All bookings

AV

The value (£) of all bookings

AVP

The projected annual value of all bookings for the population

AVS

This is the all bookings value generated from the sample

I

Total indirect bookings

IO

Indirect bookings solely transacted online = online bookings (O)

IVP

The projected annual value of indirect bookings for the population
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IVS

The projected annual value of indirect bookings for the sample
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